The role of men in families:
achieving gender equity and suppor ting
children
Patrice L Engle
Fathers and men in families represent one of the most important resources for children’s well
being. Social services, including development interventions in the South, have hitherto failed to
take into consideration the major role of men in families, and its effects on women, on children,
and on the men themselves.

A

recent UNICEF report concludes,
`If UNICEF is going to continue to
contribute to development goals
and gender equality...there will have to be
greater efforts to involve men’ (Richardson,
1995, p. 6). Similar concerns have been
raised by the Ford Foundation, Save the
Children, and many other NGOs. That
men should be involved in reproductive
health programmes was a major recom
mendation from the Cairo Conference on
Population and Development. Despite
this interest, social service and health pro
grammes continue to target mothers and
children, ignoring the role of men in the
lives of children.
In recent years, most development
interventions focusing on the well-being
of the family have stressed the importance
of the mother/child relationship, even in
societies in which the father controls
decisions about the household and family
welfare. Economic instability, and the
inability of institutions in both developed
and developing countries to increase their
contributions to families, have led to a

search for additional sources of support
for children (Bruce et al., 1995). The efforts
on the part of the state, and many develop
ment organisations, to improve the welfare
of children by increasing male income
proved to be less effective than originally
expected in terms of improving children’s
nutritional status and health (Marek, 1992).
Not only has the income of men not
benefited children as much as expected;
women are more likely to use their income
for the well-being of children than are
men (e.g., Jackson, 1996). Agencies have
sponsored income-generating projects for
women, and the provision of credit for
poor women. However, while approaches
which focus on women have had many
benefits both for women and for children,
there is considerable evidence that this
focus may increase the workload of
already overburdened women, reducing
their personal well-being and their ability
to care for their children (McGuire and
Popkin, 1990).
This article surveys programme
initiatives, conferences, research, and

publications concerned with the role of
men in the family, organised by agencies
such as UNICEF, The Population Council,
and the Consultative Group for Early
Childhood Care and Development.

The concept of `father’ needs to be
widened from a biological role to one
which emphasises socialisation and
support of many kinds during childhood.
Although this nurturing aspect of `father
hood’ is recognised across cultures, the
person who plays the father role may or
may not be the biological father. Respons
ibility for children may fall to the mother’s
brother; or older male kin such as the
grandfather (Richardson, 1995). A `social
father’ may take responsibility for all of
the children a woman has, even though
some were biologically fathered by
another man. The narrow concept of
`father’ could thus be appropriately
replaced with `men in families’.
Four of the major contributions men
make to family life are: taking economic
responsibility for children, building a
caring relationship with children,
reducing the chances of `unpartnered
fertility’,1 and ensuring gender equality in
the family (Family Impact Seminar, 1995;
Richardson, 1995). The absence of any of
these will represent a problem for
children’s development; while taking such
roles can enhance the lives of men. This
new perspective has been seen as a threat
by feminists and others who have
struggled long and hard to bring women’s
issues to the forefront (Engle, 1995).

ship are reported in the African countries
of Botswana (46 per cent), Swaziland (40
per cent), Zimbabwe (33 per cent), and the
Caribbean countries such as Barbados (44
per cent) and Grenada (43 per cent). Some
rates in the developed countries are
equally high, ranging from 38 per cent in
Norway, 30 per cent in Germany, and 32
per cent in the United States (United
Nations, 1995).
Many of these statistics reflect patterns
of family formation which differ from the
Western model of a nuclear family. In
Botswana, which has a high rate of female
headship, mothers live with their natal
families until their partners are well into
their forties (many men are migrant
workers in South African mines). Even
though support is customarily provided
by the mother’s family, these families are
still reported as female-headed.
However, residence of the father within
the household does not always imply
either an economic contribution to his
family, or involvement with his children.
In the Caribbean, for example, many men
contribute to their children’s upkeep, but
have only a visiting relationship with their
children’s mother; whereas others may be
co-resident in a household, but provide no
economic support for the family due to
poverty, lack of employment, or spending
on alcohol or drugs (Brown et al, 1994).
Research shows that if the presence of the
father is to have a positive effect, this
requires some involvement of the father
with the child (e.g. Levine et al., 1993).
Research and programme efforts need to
look at the relationship between father
and child, rather than just co-habitation.

Fathers in families

Forces affecting the family

The percentage of female-headed house
holds in developing countries ranges from
about 10 to 25 per cent, and has increased
gradually over the last decade (Bruce et al,
1995). The highest rates of female head

Two forces which may influence family
formation and the role of men in families,
are urbanisation, and changing patterns in
women’s employment, with underemp
loyment of men. Urbanisation is charac

Social fatherhood

teristic of the industrialised regions of the
world, which UN statistics cite as 77-78
per cent urban. South America is equally
urban: rural, as is Northern Africa; and the
rest of Africa and Asia are between 28 and 33
per cent urban (United Nations, 1995). Urban
populations are growing in all areas,
especially in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia.
The changing gender composition of
the workforce in developing countries is
likely to have significant effects for men’s
roles (Evans, 1995). In the past two decades,
women’s employment, as measured in
national census surveys (primarily formal
employment) has increased in all areas,
except sub-Saharan Africa and Eastern
Asia. In comparison, men’ s economic
activity rates have declined significantly
everywhere except central Asia (e.g., US 81
to 75 per cent, Latin America 85 to 82 per
cent, Southern Asia 88 to 78 per cent)
(United Nations, 1995).

Effects of fathers on
children
Building a caring relationship and child-care
In the literature, `father involvement’
normally refers to the establishment of
warm and close relationships between
fathers and their children. This can be
accomplished with relatively little time
investment; the most important ingredient
appears to be positive emotion and
attention to children. Although infants
initially show preference for mothers over
fathers, infants become attached to their
fathers by the end of the first year of life,
even if the fathers spend relatively little
time with them (Cox et al, 1992).
In the US and Europe, studies have
reported that fathers who were involved
with their children contribute greatly to
their children’ s intellectual, social, and
emotional development. Easterbrooks and
Goldberg (1985) found that the quality of
the interaction (the father’s sensitivity to
the toddler’s needs) was a better predictor

of the children’s cognitive performance than
the amount of time spent with the child.
For men in many parts of the world, to
have a `caring relationship’ with an infant or
young child is a novel expectation. For exam
ple,someparticipantsat aseminarin Lesotho
in 1991 felt that the interactions that
African men have with very young children
are rare, accidental, and of little importance.
(Bernard van Leer Foundation, 1992).
For example, fathers in Zimbabwe,
were surprised to learn that they `should’
play with their children from birth onward;
they expected to wait until the children
could talk. However, for older children, the
pattern changes: in most African countries,
fathers and grandfathers train older sons.

Fathers’ time in infant and child care
Worldwide, fathers spend significantly
less time in child care than mothers. Barry
and Paxson (1971) summarised ethnographic
reports from 186 cultures, and found that
the percentage of cultures in which fathers
had `regular, close relationships’ during
infancy was 2 per cent, and 5 per cent in
early childhood, although the percentage
in which fathers were in frequent close
proximity was much higher (32 per cent
for infants, 52 per cent for young children).
However, some fathers do spend time
performing child-care activities. Jahn and
Aslam (1995) observed men living in
squatter settlements in Karachi, Pakistan.
In 75 per cent of observations of children
being carried, the man was the carrier,
even when the woman was present. How
these patterns change with urbanisation
and increased maternal employment (and
decreased paternal employment) will be
important to investigate; new expecta
tions for father involvement may emerge
if alternative providers of child-care are
unavailable.
Effects on fathers themselves
One of the benefits of the changing roles
for men in families is increased closeness
to children. An extreme case is repres

ented by men who take primary care for
their children. This number is small, but is
continually growing. These men often did
not choose the role, but many express how
much the experience has meant to them,
and the importance of their attachment to
their children (e.g., Davis and Chavez,
1995, for Hispanic men in the US).

In Kenya and Malawi, despite lower
incomes, a smaller percentage of children
in female-headed households were
malnourished than in male-headed house
holds (Kennedy and Peters, 1992). In
Botswana, children in female-headed
households received more education than
children in male-headed households
(Kossoudji and Mueller, 1983).

Economic support for
children

Costs of father’s presence
The presence of the father is not always a
positive force in either women’ s or
children’s lives. Women may improve
their situation and that of their children by
leaving an abusive partner. In a collection
of studies of violence against women
worldwide, rates ranged from 20 to 60 per
cent (Heise, Pitanguy and Germain, 1994).
It is possible that abuse of children is more
common if a man is present in the family.
The cost to the family of the father’ s
consumption of food and resources may
be a drain on the family budget, partic
ularly if he is not employed or is spending
money on alcohol or cigarettes .

Female-headed households
A contribution to household income from
fathers tends to be associated with
improved child status; female-headed
and maintained households with children
are generally poorer than families with a
male head, although there is considerable
variation depending on the social and
economic context of the female heads .
It is a truism in development circles
that female-headed households are
among `the poorest of the poor’. This point
has recently been questioned, in relation
to the degree of economic poverty, but
also in relation to the degree of access that
such households have to decision-making
within their communities and in wider
society (Varley 1996). Certainly, children
in female-headed households are not
always worse nourished than those in
male-headed households. Studies show
that negative effects of female headship
are seen in Latin America, but not subSaharan Africa (Desai, 1991).
Studies have shown that although the
father’s income may have a positive effect
on food expenditures and child well
being, these effects may be smaller than if
the income were under the mother’ s
control (Hoddinott and Haddad, 1995;
Buvinic et al, 1992). Women may be more
likely to perceive children’s needs, may
develop stronger attachment to the child,
and social roles may dictate that women
are responsible for obtaining food for
children (Engle, 1990).

Avoidance of `unpartnered
fertility’
The third contribution that men can make
to responsible fatherhood is to avoid
sexual encounters which risk the birth of
unplanned and unwanted children. Few
cultures emphasise sexual restraint on the
part ofyoungmales.Ratherthan encouraging
the use of contraception and sex education
to prevent the birth of unwanted children,
traditional cultures attempt to protect
young women through a combination of
strict religious constraints on sexuality, or
very early marriage (Richardson, 1995).
When pregnancies do occur, families
may put great pressure on the couple to
form a relationship. However, increased
acculturation and urbanisation may
undermine these supports. In a rural
Guatemalan community, the rate of

unpartnered fertility has doubled in the
past decade, from 6 per cent to 12 per cent
(Engle and Smidt, 1996). In the US, among
teen mothers, 67 per cent of `traditional’
Hispanics were married, compared to only
44 per cent of `non-traditional’ Hispanics
(Mirande, 1988).

Effects of gender inequality
in the home
Gender inequality in the home, (i.e.men
having a greater amount of authority in
decision-making) has been associated
with increased rates of domestic violence
or restriction of life opportunities for
women. Patriarchal control is often
associated with low rates of schooling for
girls, low status of women, early age of
marriage, and high rates of malnutrition
for children (Ramalingaswami et al, 1996).
Despite similar levels of income and
health care services in sub-Saharan Africa
and South Asia, rates of malnutrition in
South Asia are almost twice as high. The
authors explain this `Asian enigma’ as a
consequence of the extreme subordination
of women in South Asia: `Judgment and
self-expression and independence largely
denied, millions of women in South Asia
have neither the knowledge nor the means
nor the freedom to act in their own and
their children’s best interests’ (ibid., 15).

Ways forward: promoting
committed fatherhood
International advocacy
InternationalconferencesÐ suchasUNICEF’s
Innocenti Global Seminar (Richardson,
1995), and the Population Council’s Taller
Para Padres Responsables (Workshop on
Responsible Fatherhood) (Engle and
Alatorre Rico, 1994) Ð are opening the
debate. The groundwork was laid for
including men in reproductive health
programmes at the Cairo International
Conference on Population and Develop

ment (Richardson, 1995). Now many
groups are including fathers in their plans.
However, gender equity must be included
in all these discussions.

Legal protection for children
Establishing protection for children of
absent fathers may be quite difficult
(Folbre, 1992). For example, in Mexico this
lack of protection is due to the deficiency
of Mexican law (Brachet-Marquez, 1992).
Desertion is necessary in order to seek an
award for child support, but is not
recognised in law if the husband returns
within six months. This means a man can
come and go for years as long as he spends
one night every six months at home.
If a husband chooses to stop paying to
support his child, the burden of initiating
legal procedures falls on the wife. Many
husbands simply claim insolvency (ibid),
and monitoring fathers’ income is extre
mely difficult. The scarcity of employment
in Mexico has resulted in more and more
men earning untraceable non-wage money.
Similar problems occur in other countries.
Promoting caring relationships
A community-based effort to build and
support fathering skills has been remark
ably successful in the Caribbean. The
Caribbean Child Development Centre has
established fathers’ groups, which have
formed an organisation called Fathers Inc.
Fathers, who are often non-resident with
their families, follow a curriculum to learn
parenting skills (Brown et al, 1994). Reasons
for the success of the groups are that they
are men-only, and are initiated by men’s
interest in their children (Caribbean Child
Development Center, 1994).
A second strategy is to bring fathers
into schools and day-care centres, to help
with child care. To be effective at building
caring relationships, these programmes
must increase fathers’ interaction with
their children, rather than simply
allowing men to take part in the same
activities as their children side-by-side.
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Kavanaugh (1992) describes a project to
create father and child nights at a day-care
centre in New Mexico, USA. The success of
the programme was attributed to balan
cing discussion with activities, promoting
attendance by making contact with men
face-to-face to invite them, having a male
member of staff, and making a formal
contract with the fathers to attend.
Levine et al (1993) created a manual
promoting methods to encourage the
involvement of biological fathers, or
`father substitutes’ , in pre-school pro
grammes in the US for low-income
children. Some of his suggestions include
becoming aware of cultural limitation on
the father role, providing men with a
variety of ways of being involved, keeping
open to various kinds of men in the child’s
life (e.g. grandfathers), and becoming
aware of resistance both in the staff and
among the mothers to men’s involvement.
Experimental studies have shown that
short-term programmes focusing on child
development and fathering can have
significant effects. Marked improvement
was seen in the relationship of fathers to
adolescents in Cameroon (Nsamenang,
1992), to newborns and young infants
after prenatal education in the US (Parke
et al 1979), and to pre-school-aged
children after a ten-week father-only
programme in the US (McBride,1991).
These fathers reported feeling more
responsible for daily decisions about their
children, the kind of involvement which
men are least likely to achieve. The most
effective programmes were those which
included mothers in separate training,
since the changes involved both parents.

Combining fatherhood development and
job-training skills
Because a primary cause of lack of support
for children appears to be too many
obligations for men, programmes in the
US have attempted to increase low-

income unwed fathers’ payment of child
support through combined job training,
job placement, payment enforcement, and
fatherhood education projects (e.g., the
Public/Private Ventures Project, Achatz
and MacAllum, 1994). Despite great diffi
culties in recruiting fathers into the
programme, the results have been encour
aging: child-support payments have
increased, and men’ s feelings about
themselves have improved (ibid). This
programme included a component labelled
the Fatherhood Development Curriculum.
Once a week, the men in the project met to
discuss issues of manhood and father
hood, and consider the mother’s perspective.

Educating children in broader gender roles
Education for children in responsible
fatherhood is likely to have a lower (social
and economic) cost than redressing current
problems through direct re-education for
fathers. Klinman (1986) developed a plan
to give boys in junior high and high school
(11-18) experience with young children
through working in pre-school program
mes. In many societies, young men are
used as child-care providers as well as
young women, and this helps their ability
to nurture.
Establishing rights to paternity leave
Another strategy to increase father involve
ment is to promote child-care leave for
fathers, either paid or unpaid, and flexible
working hours. However, such opportunities
are used by only about 10 per cent in the
US and Sweden (Pleck, 1985). The low
usage of paternal child-care leave may be
due to prejudice by employers, the desire
of the wife to stay at home, or possible loss
of income for the father.
Father involvement at this stage also
has the obvious benefit of alleviating the
workload of mothers. An approach which
had this aim was a Save the Children
project in Vietnam (Richardson, 1995).
Husbands were told that they could

reduce the health-care costs for their
children if their wives were to work less
during pregnancy and immediately post
partum. In the communes which received
the messages, women had significantly
more rest days while pregnant, and higher
birthweight babies, and men felt more
empowered to help their wives.

were received. In the months following
the contest, oral rehydration therapy
(ORT) use increased by 60 per cent, and
child immunisation rose to 90 per cent.
Grandfathers were particularly interested
in increasing their involvement with
children (reported in Richardson, 1995).

Paternity as an issue for social services
As stated earlier, a bias noted frequently
by researchers into fathering has been the
exclusive attention to mothers and children
within much of the health and social
service literature. According to Bolton
(1986), in the social service field in the
US, men are either providers, the `good
guys’, or they are not providers, in which
case they are the `bad guys’. There is little
awareness that some men may choose to
stay at home to take care of children, or
may be unable to work due to unemploy
ment, lack of training, or disability. Social
services need to recognise that many fathers
are trying to meet their obligations; there
are only a few `bad’ ones. They themselves
may be in need of help; inability to meet the
demands of being a provider often drives
men away from paternal responsibilities. In
health-care services, the role and signifi
cance of the father, which varies according
to cultural context, needs to be understood
if health-care provision is to be approp
riate and uptake maximised. The role of
the father may be significant. For example,
in the US the father’s opinion was one of
the most important indicators of whether
a mother went for prenatal care (Sable et al ,
1990) and breastfed. One recommendation
from Pakistan is to develop a two-pronged
approach, continuing outreach to women,
but adding outreach to men (Jahn and
Aslam, 1995).
In Vietnam, it was found that men had
very little knowledge of UNICEF’s `Facts
for Life’. UNICEF organised a contest for
men, to survey knowledge of these issues,
and write an essay. About 47,000 entries

Encouraging paternal
responsibility’
Following recommendations from Cairo,
reproductive health programmes have
begun to target sex education messages to
men as well as to women. There is some
concern that giving men the messages will
simply disempower women again, after
years of struggling to place reproductive
control in the hands of women. Gender
equity as well as increasing the role of men
must be the focus.
There is also a growing attempt by
governments to establish male paternity
at the time of the child’ s birth. In one
successful example in the US, almost twothirds of unmarried parents voluntarily
acknowledged paternity if they were
provided the opportunity during the first
few days postpartum (Family Impact
Seminar, 1995).

Promoting gender equality
The strongest predictor of improved
gender equity in the home is women’s
education (Richardson, 1995) and related
income-earning. Thus, increasing access
to education for girls has been a major
focus of international pressure. In South
Asia, women’s combined disadvantages
of lack of education, dowry, and young
age at marriage (10-14) result in low status
in the family. In Rajasthan, India, a
UNICEF project promoted education for
girls and delaying the age of marriage. As
a result of two- or three-day visits and
awareness-raising by a team of five
women, who met with male village

leaders and visited house-to-house, the
number of adolescent girls in school
increased, and the number of marriages
decreased ( Richardson, 1995).
UNIFEM and the Bahai church were
able to change men and women’s views
about traditional male and female roles in
Malaysia, Bolivia, and Cameroon through
the use of drama and song, and consulta
tion. Men were helped to understand the
disproportionate workloads of women.
As a result, spouse abuse and alcoholism
have declined (Richardson, 1995).

Conclusions
At last, the critical role of men in families
for the well-being of children, women,
and of the men themselves is being
recognised. Men’ s involvement in the
`private sphere’ of the household and
family is as crucial to economic and social
development as the involvement of
women in the `public sphere’ of incomegeneration and community decisionmaking. Furthermore, the two are
interlinked: many successful development
projects promoting women’s participation
outside the home have been aided by
support from sympathetic men. In the
absence of such support, the potential
benefits for women, children and men
themselves are jeopardised.
There are a number of techniques
which can be used to support men in their
parenting role while promoting gender
equity in the home, but these issues must
be linked. Perhaps the most effective will
be those which are preventative, which
work with the next generation of mothers
and fathers to expand their roles and stress
the importance of both parents’ contribu
tions. Following Barker et al’ s recom
mendation from Rio de Janeiro (1995), we
need to support the non-traditional men
who are striving to construct new rolemodels for themselves. The benefits to
current fathers, to their partners, and to

their children of their involvement with
young children suggests that we must
work in this direction.

Patrice Engle teaches at Cal Poly State
University, San Luis Obispo, CA
e-mail: pengle@cymbal.aix.calpoly.edu

Notes
1

`Unpartnered fertility’ is the procreation
of children with a biological mate with
whom the other parent does not have a
social relationship.
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